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A HERMENEUTICAL MODEL FOR JUDGING BIBLICAL PASSAGES AS
"REVEkl.\.TION APPLICABLE FOR AFERICASIAN CHURCHES"
Lloyd Kwast
To hold that God has spoken a true, clear and full understandable message in
Holy Scripture for all men of all cultures for all time is absolutely necessary for
an· ; hermeneutic that would not cast him into a system of hopeless relatively of know
ledge.
God has spoken. But what has He said? Is what He has said clearly comprehen
sible? Does it have meaning that is true for all time, for people everywhere? Is
it equally true for people in every human culture? Can a hermeneutic be found that
would render a true biblical interpretation applicable to all cultures? Is it pos
sible to find a hermeneutic that can adequately bridge the gap between contemporary
cultures and those of the biblical writers? Or can biblical truth at all bridge the
language, culture and time gap?
Many today assert that diverse histories have made many societies on earth so
dissimilar that cross-cultural communication with any degree of meaning is nearly
impossible. They hold that the minds of men in totally diverse cultures are often
so different that what is evident to one must be unintelligible to the other. If
some were to accept the Christian faith they would make of it something so entirely ,,.,,....
different that in the end it would not be the same religion.
Along this same line, the "New Hermeneutic" asserts that the mind and culture
of the biblical writers cannot jump the historical gap to communicate anything mean
ingful to our time and culture. ~dern man cannot understand the Bible without dis•
tarting the original meaning intended. Thus the Bible must be reinterpreted to have
meaning and relevancy for our day, and every new day to which it speaks. Likewise,
it asserts that every culture of man must come to its own understanding of what the
Bible means to fit its unique cultural needs.
This writer rejects the view that the meaning of biblioal truth is relative to
time and culture. He firmly holds that the one, true and eternal God spoke through
the writers of the Scriptures an unchanging truth for all men of all cultures for
all times, and that the meaning of this truth can be clearly understood by those who
sincerely seek it in the Spirit of Christ.
The Similarity of Human Cultures:
The Bible views the human situation as one. Its message is to all humanity.
Its appeal is to people in every culture and nation. Its design is to communicate
cross-culturally. From the first words in Genesis to the last in the Revelation the
Scriptures strongly assume that mankind is one and that all men share in a common
origin and destiny. All men are of one race created by God . In Adam all men share
in a common rebellion and fall into sin. And regardless of culture or race all men
move toward an end destined by a sovereign, loving God. The Bible clearly presents
only one way of salvation for all men, with no regard for historical period or
ethnic origins.
The differences between men and their societies has long fascinated the students
of culture and captured nearly all their interest and attention. But a more thorough
look at the similarities among men and cultures can be impressive. All people on
earth are physically similar; all are of one blood . Linguistic communications are
strikingly similar. Every human language , regardless of complexity, can be fully
understood and completely mastered by one who does not naturally speak it . Though
languages do express differ ing psychological or logical outlooks , yet they all ex 
pr ess symbolically a common human reality. No dissimilarity between two l anguages
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can ever be so great that the barriers to precise meaning cannot be crossed from both
sides.
The minds and thoughts of men everywhere are similar. Neill rightly observes
that " the minds of men and women work in much the same way all the world over 11
(1970: 15). As an intelligent creature made in God's own image, all rational men
seek after their creator to find Him. In whatever culture he may be found, man is a
creature who ponders the mysteries of life and universe, and he compulsively wor
ships.
Until recently, most anthropologists have focused so much on cultural differences
in human societies that they have almost entirely neglected the similarities. In
recent years some anthropologists have given increasing attention to cross-cultural
similarities or the "commonalities" among people of divergent cultures. Melville
Herskovits, for example, acknowledges that "a degree of formal similarity exists
even among the most diverse cultures". All cultures have language, religion, family,
technology, morality, beauty, truth, good, evil.
Another anthropologist, Walter Goldschmidt, is not nearly so impressed by the
dissimilarities of cultures as he is the similarities between human beings: He says,
"people are more alike than cultures" (1966 :134 ).
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He sees human universals in such things as the presence of dissatisfaction, self
ishness, exploitativeness, conflict, tension, desire to escape, etc., and views cul
ture as a necessary devise "to preserve society against the essential self-interest
of the human individual 11 (1966 :136 ). Goldschmidt essentially rejects the old em
phasis on cultural relativism: " •••we must divest ourselves of the implications of
cultural relativism. Certainly it was necessary for anthropology to go through a
relativistic phase in order to relieve social philosophers of the habit of evalua
ting cultures in term.s of our own culturally determined predilections. Yet by now
we can certainly appreciate the contextual value of infanticide without advocating
it, or can see the merits and demerits of polygamy without concern over our own
convictions or regulations •••
This means, among other things, that we anthropologists must rid ourselves of
the Rousseauean 'good savage', must cease to use ethnographic data either as an es
cape or as a vehicle for expressing our personal social discontent, and begin to look
at primitive societies for what they can tell us, not only about the possible but
about the probable, and about the consequences-•to individuals and to societies-of either" (Goldschmidt 1966 :137 ).
It is precisely because all men are similar that God can and does address Him
self in Scripture to all the nations (peoples) of the earth. God intended to com•
municate to the entire creation in the "fullness of time", When the Roman Empire
provided some unity in the midst of cultural diversity, God spoke through His Son.
Perhaps the most remarkable development in recent history is the increasing oneness
of mankind through modern communications, quick travel and a growing world language.
Could it be, as Neill suggests, that a new human oneness is emerging out of many
centuries of cultural fragmentation as part of God's plan for all the nations, for
the human race as a whole?
At the time at which the Gospel first appeared, the Roman Empire had brought
to a great part of the ancient world a peace and a prosperity that had never
been known before. The Gospel could be preached in a language, Greek, that
was understood by educated men everywher e, from the mountains of Afghanistan
to Marseilles and western Spain. Was this just chance? Or had God some·
thing to do with it? Is it just chance that we live in a world which, for
good or ill, is unifi ed as it has never been before? Or is the God who re~
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vealed himself in Jesus Christ making it plain to us as Christians that
he i~ interested in all the nations of the earth, and that this new unity
is pa1.· t t f his plan for them all ?
If we take the Bible seriously, we see that from the beginning God
has been interested in all the nations of the world, in the human race
as a whole (Neill 1970:15-16).
We can conclude that basic human similarities make cross-cultural co11111Unication
not nearly so difficult as some would have us believe. The true, intended meaning of
biblical revelation as delivered to an ancient Hebrew and Greek culture can be clearl)
and correctly understood by Spirit directed men in every human culture today .
The Foundation, Purpose and Aim of Cross-cultural Revelation:
1.
The foundation of God's true communication with man is that the biblical writers
were inspired to write what they did by the Spirit of God. Thus the Bible is the
revelation of a supra-cultural God, communicated to culture-bound people, through
writers living at specific points of history and in particular cultural milieus. It
is on divine authorship that the authority of the Bible rests as a true revelation
for all mankind throughout history.
2.
The purpose of biblical revelation is to make men of all cultures "wise unto
salvation", and provide for God's children "doctrine, reproof, correction, instruction
in righteousness, that the man of God may be completely equipped in all good works 11
(2 Timothy 3:16-17).
3.
The aim of biblical revelation is to effect change. The very design of God's
truth is to change people. And communities of transformed people will quickly result
in changed cultures . God's Word will not merely lead to correct understanding, but
completely transform lives through right relationships to God. And right relation
ships to God will profoundly change all cultures in which it occurs.
Hermeneutical Principles:
1.
Only an i ndividual who is indwelt by the Spirit of God can come to a correct
understanding of God's truth in biblical revelation.
In order t o appreciat e and use the Bible, the reader must himself have the
same spirit which enabled its writers to understand their revelation of God
and to record it. The Bible i6 a record, but it is not a dead record of
dead persons and events , but a record inspired by the living Spirit who
uses it to speak to men now••• It is the medium through which the living
God now makes himself known. But to find in it the Spirit of God the reader
must himself have that Spirit (Dods 1946:102).
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2.
The interpreter of God's Word must possess certain spiritual qualifications to
correctly understand God's intended meaning : (1) He must be born of the Spirit of
Christ, (2) He must sincerely want to know the truth of God's Word, ( 3 ) He must have
8 desire to be obedient to the truth he discovers from God's Word, (4) He must have a
reverence for God and continue to exercise faith in Him, (5) He must have complete
dependence on the Holy Spirit to guide and direct in his understanding of the Bible
(Ramm 1950:8).
3 • ThP. message of the Bible mu~t be interpr eted and understood as an accomnodation
of eternal, divine truth to the limitations of human l anguage and thought. But this
in no way limits the Bible in its ability t o communicate fully and correctly to man,
The Bible of necessity was written in several human l anguages in terms familiar to
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the cultural, geographical and historical setting of the people to whom it was written.
God's communication of truth had to make contact with humanity at the points of lan
guage and culture, or else the revelation would stand meaningless to those to whom it
was addressed. In other words, the eternal truth of God was anthropomorphized in
human language, in human thought forms, and in culturally relevant figures, objects
and imageries £.2. convey precise meanings. Because of human limitation God used human
figures and imageries to convey exactly eternal, supra-cultural truth.
4.
The clear and intended meaning of Scripture can be discovered by correctly under•
standing the meaning of the words and sentences of the Bible as they were ordinarily
and literally used in the original biblical languages. Clear understanding of the
Bible does not depend on fanciful, symbolistic or allegoristic interpretations.

s.

However, Scripture uses numerous figures of speech, symbols, allegories, types

and parables to present clear, true ideas of what God intended to co111DUnicate through

the words of the sentences.

These must be recognized.

6.

The Holy Spirit, in using language, (a particular language), and units of lan
(words and sentences), used an expression capable of meaningful thought com
munication for all men of all languages of all time in every place, since all men use
language to think and conceptualize.

guage

7.
All truth that is essential in Scripture is clearly revealed and can be clearly
understood by Spirit filled individuals in every culture. The Bible emphasizes and
often repeats essential truth to insure its clarity. "No really great or essential
doctrine of the Bible is to be found in one passing reference or is to be founded
upon slight Scriptural evidence" (Ramm 1950:92).
8.
The Bible presents truth as spiritual principles. Usually the true, clear prin•
ciple of truth in a Bible passage is an unchanging one, while the illustrations and
applications of that truth might be !YD!.• "The Bible is a book of principles more
than a catalogue of specific, minute direction." (Ramn 1950:116). If Bible teaching
is seen as only specific it becomes culture-bound, provincial and relative. We shoul<
constantly ask ourselves the question, what is the spiritual principle - the univer
sal truth - behind the specific teaching. "The Bible emphasizes the inner spirit
rather than its literal force that is to be our guide •••Commands in terms of one cul
ture must be translated into our culture: (Ramm 1950:1160118). For example, biblical
teaching on women in the church, cutting of hair and wearing of veils are purely cul
tural teaching, but yet hold spiritual principles for Christians of all cultures,
i.e. that women should avoid all appearance of immodesty, and be chaste and dignified
in dress and behavior.
Some Concluding Observations:
It is wrong to view culture and language as a prison limiting the ability of God
to communicate to men across cultures or distorting His revelation. Culture and lan·
guate (the Hebrew and Greek cultures and languages in particular), should be viewed
as a vehicle of universal thought and expression by which the truth of God is set
free.
In the same way the fulness of God was expressed and set free for human com
prehension in the person of Jesus Christ (albeit in the limitations of a human body).
Only in the weakness of human flesh could the truth of God's nature be freed for
human understanding. In no way did Hebrew or Greek culture limit or distort the mes•
sage God intended to give. God used these as ideal vehicles for communicating truth
to people living in culture and history.
In revealing biblical truth, the Holy Spirit did not merely accommodate the mes•
sage to reflect the narrow, provincial prejud ice of Hebrew and Greek culture. The
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spiritual values of the Bible constantly surmount the values of the loca l culture.
Consistently the prophets proclaimed spiritual values far more l ofty than t hose of
their culture-bound contemporaries. They cons equently offended the cultural bias of
their day and some of them were killed for it •
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Jesus also surmounted the cultural bias of his day. Often his message and man- ner were offensive to Jewish cultural patterns. Jesus certainly did not reflect the
cultural prejudice of his surroundings. His teachings clearly reflected an authority
loftier than contemporary Jewish thought, which often cut dir ectly across accepted
Jewish religious thought and behavior. Likewise, the Apostle Paul did not merely
reflect a pale imitation of his cultural environment, either Jewish or Greek, but pre·
sented bold, new spiritual concepts that quickly turned men of several cultures to
the living Christ .
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